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Title: The Listening Comprehension Process. 
Abstract 
Listening comprehension plays a fundamental role in language learning. A good understanding of what is involved in this highly 
complex process is a must for language teachers so that they can properly address this language skill in the classroom and develop 
their students into competent listeners. This article provides an insight into different aspects of the listening comprehension 
process allowing the reader to reflect upon listening instruction in the classroom 
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Título: El Proceso de la Comprensión Auditiva. 
Resumen 
La comprensión auditiva juega un papel fundamental en el aprendizaje de los idiomas. Es indispensable para profesores de idiomas 
entender bien de qué se trata este proceso tan complejo para que puedan abordar esta destreza lingüística en el aula y convertir 
los alumnos en buenos oyentes. Este artículo trata de proporcionar al lector un mejor entendimiento de los diferentes aspectos de 
la comprensión auditiva permitiéndole reflexionar sobre la enseñanza de la misma en el aula. 
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DEFINING LISTENING COMPREHENSION 
There is no universally accepted definition of the term listening comprehension. Clark and Clark (as cited in Wilcox 
Peterson, 2001:89) believe it to be the “comprehension of a speaker’s message in the listener’s mind, so that successful 
listening reproduces the meaning much as the speaker intended.” On the other hand, Rost (as cited in Wilcox Peterson, 
2001:89) takes a different point of view arguing, “the listener does not receive meaning, but rather constructs meaning. 
The constructed message differs somewhat from the intended message and is influenced by context, purpose for listening, 
and the listener’s own prior knowledge.” 
Despite the lack of a definition of listening comprehension, its importance in language learning cannot be 
underestimated. Listening is the natural precursor to speaking in first language learning development. In second language 
learning, numerous authors (Brown, 2000; Linse, 2005; Nation and Newton, 2009; Scott and Ytreberg, 2000; Wilcox 
Peterson, 2001) believe that reception should precede production, in other words, students should be allowed to acquire 
listening skills before speaking skills. It is through “reception, we internalise linguistic information without which we could 
not produce language” (Brown, 2000:247). Furthermore, Nord (as cited in Wilcox Peterson, 2001:88) points out “while it is 
possible to learn to understand without speaking, it is not possible to learn to speak without understanding.”  
LISTENING COMPREHENSION PROCESSING SYSTEMS  
These systems involve handling sensory input to be able to extract critical information so that it can be recognised and 
understood. Tsui and Fullilove (1998:433) state that bottom-up processing occurs when any sequence of events begin with 
an incoming stimulus, and require increasingly sophisticated analyses i.e. the listener constructs the meaning of a message 
from the acoustic signals contained within a speech stream. These signals are “processed through several levels: auditory-
phonetic, phonemic, syllabic, lexical, syntactic, semantic, prepositional, pragmatic and interpretive” (Field, 2003:326).  
Top-down processing, on the other hand, involves the use of pre-existing knowledge, for instance culture and genre, 
stored in the long-term memory to build up an initial overall picture of the input being received for comprehension 
purposes. From this, a listener can predict parts of the message’s contents and, in turn, creates expectations, wh ich upon 
processing the message are confirmed, corrected or added to by the listener through the use of markers contained in the 
message.  
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Field (2003:325) calls for greater attention to be placed on the different bottom-down process levels, especially in the 
second language (L2) classroom, as “many high-level [top-down] breakdowns of communication originate in low-level 
errors.” He argues that each of the levels involved in the conversion of the signal into the construction of the message, as 
discussed above, represent a possible cause for a breakdown in understanding. The table below illustrates some problems 
that a listener may have at a given level in bottom-up processing. 
 
Stage Example of a problem 
Phoneme Listener cannot distinguish between 'bag' and 'back'. 
Lexical Listener is unable to recognise the spoken form of a word. 
Semantic Listener attributes the wrong meaning to a spoken word. 
 
LISTENING MICROSKILLS 
Over the years, researchers have attempted to identify the listening skills that make up the top-down and bottom-up 
processes so that teachers know what specific areas need to be targeted in language courses. Richards (1983: 228-229) 
identified thirty-three microskills related to conversational listening, for example the ability “to recognise vocabulary used 
in core conversational topics, to guess the meanings of words from the contents in which they occur, and to signal 
comprehension or lack of comprehension, verbally or non-verbally.” 
The identification of such microskills is very useful as they allow teachers to specify what students need to actually 
perform, for instance, a selective task requires students to have the ability to detect key words whereas as an extensive 
one demands the ability to retain chunks of language of different lengths for short periods. Also, they can indicate the 
techniques required to cover listening comprehension in the classroom, which, in turn helps teachers to formulate 
listening comprehension objectives and set evaluation criteria (Brown, 2000). 
THE SUB-PROCESSES INVOLVED IN LISTENING COMPREHENSION 
Listening is different to hearing as it involves understanding the reception of information i.e. the comprehension of 
messages, whereas the latter refers only to the ability to detect sounds. Despite this difference, “the natural ability to hear 
is often mistaken for a fully developed skill that needs no further fine-tuning” (Flowerdew and Miller, 2005:21). The 
process of listening in a first language (L1) begins in the unborn child and continues throughout adulthood. It is through 
the development of listening skills, we learn our mother tongue but, more importantly, once they are acquired, they form 
an essential part of lives, given the fact that approximately 40% of our daily communication is based on listening.  
Brown (2000) states that the listening comprehension process consists of eight different underlying sub-processes, each 
of which are discussed below. All of them occur simultaneously in a matter of microseconds except for the first and last 
stage.  
 Raw Speech (first stage) 
The listener receives a sound stream from a given source and perceives it by creating a picture of the information. This 
picture is made up of all the constituents of a stream of speech, for example phrases, intonation and stress patterns. 
 Speech Event 
There are many different types of speech events from everyday conversations to formal speeches. It is at this stage 
when a listener takes into account the nature of the speech event so that the perceived information can be interpreted 
within the context of the speech event. 
 Function 
When a speaker transmits information, it is done with certain intentions. A listener must be able to infer a speaker’s 
objective(s) as it determines the function of the message; if not, he/ she will not be able to distinguish between the 
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different intentions that exist, for example a denial, a request or information. A listener makes use of the content, the 
context and the speech event to determine the objectives. 
 Schemata 
The listener relies on schemata
58
 to aid the interpretation of the stream of speech. The schemata a listener possesses 
depends on their experiences and knowledge of a particular subject matter within a given context. 
 Literal Meaning 
A literal meaning is assigned by the listener through semantic interpretation. 
 Intended Meaning 
An intended meaning is given by the listener. It may or may not coincide with the literal meaning. The process of 
correctly matching the perceived meaning interpreted by the listener to the intended meaning transmitted by the speaker 
is fundamental to ensure no misunderstandings arise between both participants. 
 Memory 
The information received is retained in the short-term memory or passes to the long-term memory. The former is used 
in those situations where a quick oral response is required whereas the latter is more appropriate for processing 
information in depth. 
 Retention (last stage) 
The form of the message received, i.e. the words, sentence structure and so on, is deleted. Only the content and the 
concepts are retained for future recall and use. 
AN UNFINISHED TASK 
The complexity of the listening comprehension process cannot be denied. However, despite the fact that there is a 
greater understanding of this process in language learning, there is a general consensus amongst researchers that there 
remains a lot of work to do, particularly in relation to second language learning (Field, 1998; Mendelsohn, 2001; Wilcox 
Peterson, 2001 and Vandergrift, 2004). Both Field (1998) and Mendelsohn (2001) firmly believe teaching professionals 






                                                                
58
 Schema is a "data structure for representing generic concepts stored in memory" (Rumelhart as cited in Wilcox 
Peterson, 2001:89). 
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